
SUGGESTED RESOURCES AND APPROACHES FOR SOCIAL STUDIES 
STUDENTS WRITING THE ESSAY ON  

SEPARATE BRANCHES, BALANCED POWERS 
 
Pathfinder 1 
In this reference pathfinder students will be able to identify some good basic sources 
for writing the above essay. Since there is a vast range of background knowledge 
across the grade levels of students involved in this project, some sources will be 
better for some than for others. It is hoped this first pathfinder will enable everyone 
to get started.  
 
More detailed assistance will follow, as will a link to instructions for using noodle 
tools. Your teachers may have provided you with information on Turnitin.com, but 
that will appear on the second pathfinder also. 
 
SEARCH 
Searching is trying, attempting.  You don’t always know exactly what you’re looking for, 
or where to find it, so you use different tools to try to uncover it. 
KEYWORDS 
What are the important words or combinations of words for your search?  For example, if 
you were to choose to research the branches of government:  
 
Supreme Court of the United States 
Congress of the United States 
Presidency of the United States 
And more you can probably think of. You get the idea. 
 
Make a list of all the different searches you could try, and keep track of which terms 
proved successful.  Never leave a source without trying at least a few, because each 
source might have a slightly different system for naming your topic. For instance, 
American government does not do as well in some databases as United States 
government. 
 
STUDENT LEARNING AIDS- 
Once you know what topic you are looking for information about, try some of these 
sources from the www.bergenfield.org web site under the tab Student Learning Aids. 
 
This is a very good place to get lots of general information which will then allow you to 
narrow your focus. Remember you may access all of these sources from home. 
 
Encyclopedia Britannica Online- A good first source, just as when you were doing your 
earliest reports for school, is Encyclopedia Britannica. You will get lots of ideas for 
keywords here. Noodle around here to get perspective on what is out there in your area of 
interest. After reading the articles and following the links, check out the Additional 
Resources to find journal and magazine articles and websites related to the articles if 



you still need more information.  Remember: reference sources are the best place to find 
general information; websites usually (but not always) specialize. 
 
Annals of America- Another type of encyclopedia, but this one contains all primary 
documents. If this term is new to you, check out the definition: 
Primary sources are materials created by people who actually saw or participated in an 
event and recorded that event or their reactions to it. Examples would be, government 
documents from the time period, original works, memoirs, contemporary news articles, 
letters.  You may hear primary resources referred to as “from the horses mouth”. 
 
Secondary sources include information created from an outsider’s viewpoint. They are 
removed from the original time period and sometimes include opinions. Examples would 
be, summaries, analyses, critical works, reference books, and evaluations.  
 
So, in Annals of  America you will find all primary documents. You will see that you can 
search by time period by clicking on certain years, by author by using the alphabetical 
tabs, or by choosing a Topic in American History. I chose the last option and selected 
Government and Law, which led me to many interesting articles that will prove helpful to 
your research. For instance, James Madison’s “A Plurality of Interests and a Balance of 
Power.”  
 
It is a good idea to take the “Guided Tour” on the Home page of Annals of America 
before you start searching; it will make your search more effective. 
 
SIRS- This database offers several choices on the first page, and SIRS Government 
Reporter is what you want. Select Domestic Affairs. I used the simple search, “liberty”, 
and received the result of 30 articles which broke down to magazines, government 
documents, primary sources, and graphics. Give this a try. Once you have your thesis 
narrowed down, you will be able to see some very specific topics here. 
 
Facts on File: American History Online- This database allows you to browse by 
people, events and topics, primary sources, timelines, image gallery, or maps and charts. 
You may also select specific U.S. History Eras that are listed. You will find many articles 
about the branches of government and the topic of liberty here. Again, once you have 
specific events and documents you are interested in you may search for them directly. 
 
EBSCOhost Web: This is the link you will use to get to the ERIC database. On the first 
page chose EBSCOhost again, and then on the select database page check ERIC. You 
will see there are some other databases that may also suit your research needs, and should 
feel free to select those also. ERIC now produces clusters that assist you in narrowing 
your search. Use these to help you get to the most meaningful articles. 
 
SEARCH ENGINES 
Remember to use a variety of search engines if you are searching the web for 
information. No one SE can search the entire web. Use vivisimo.com in addition to your 
usual SE to make use of the clusters it produces. Stop by the library for more assistance.   


